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Arguably one of those to engage most intensely and personally with the events of autumn 1989 was the GDR 
mathematician and writer, Helga Königsdorf (1938–2014), not least in 1989 oder Ein Moment Schönheit, her collage of 
letters, poems and texts published in 1990, where she seeks to represent, and engage critically and honestly with, the 
myriad of thoughts, emotions and experiences generated by the Wende, the fall of the Berlin Wall and the ultimate 
move towards the dissolution of the GDR. In the foreword to her collection, the author argues for an appreciation of 
the uniqueness of the moment, of the human experience, and the creativity it fosters; all these, she recognises, will 
inevitably be lost in future renderings of events: “Die nach uns kommen, werden die Ereignisse historisch betrachten. 
Sie werden ihn suchen, den roten Faden durch das Geäst der Zeit. Aber was sie finden, wird nicht das Eigentliche 
sein” (p. 5). Within this chapter, I explore how Königsdorf configures her collage and some of the themes she raises 
therein: self-expression and creativity, artistic freedom and responsibility, celebration and mourning, human dignity 
and reason – and I argue that, in its conscious juxtaposition of text-types and themes, the very genre of ‘collage’ both 
challenges the normative historiography of events Königsdorf predicts and simultaneously represents in itself a 
creative historiography predicated on individual experience. 
 
Introduction 
Contemplating the events of 1989/1990 in her 2002 autobiography, Landschaft im wechselnden Licht, 
the GDR mathematician and writer Helga Königsdorf recalls this period as one characterised for 
her by a burst of particularly intense creative activity and loss of inhibition, triggered by both 
internal and external change:  
 
Ich genoß die neue Freiheit, schrieb mit spitzer Feder, war unverschämt. In den Zeiten, in 
denen durch die Wirkung der Tabletten die Krankheitssymptome zurückgedrängt wurden, 
war ich hellwach. Ich empfand dabei ein großes Glück. Da vergaß ich für Momente, daß 
ich eigentlich meinem Körper jedes Stück Leben abtrotzen mußte.  
[...] 
Trotz solcher Bedrängnis schrieb und schrieb ich. Wie eine Besessene. Ich sah wohl, wie 
der Zeitgeist sein Haupt mißbilligend hin und her bewegte, aber ich wollte ihm keine Macht 
über mich einräumen. 
Ich schrieb aber auch, weil ich erschrocken war. Ich schrieb auch von Ängsten.1  
 
In fact, Königsdorf emerges as one of the writers to engage most personally and immediately with 
the opportunities and challenges, mixed emotions and her changing relationships as a member of 
the Sozialistische Einheitspartei Deutschlands (SED) with Party, peers and public invoked by the rapidly 
shifting political and cultural landscape of the Wende.2 This chapter revisits one of Königsdorf’s 
most memorable and creative responses to this period: published in 1990, 1989 oder Ein Moment 
                                                 
1 Helga Königsdorf, Landschaft in wechselndem Licht. Berlin: Aufbau, 2002, p. 216. All future references in text as LWL 
and the relevant page number. Königsdorf was diagnosed in the late 1970s with Parkinson’s, a disease that would 
influence her writing career both practically and thematically.  
2 Königsdorf finally left the Party at the end of January 1990.  
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Schönheit comprises a collage of letters, poems and texts, interspersed with reminders of swift 
societal change, in which Königsdorf attempts to capture the sense of confused emotions shaping 
her own personal interpretation of events. As such, the collection may be considered an act of 
resistance to those traditional historiographical approaches that continued to mark post-1945 
discourse in relation to the two Germanies and that were, as Königsdorf recognises from the 
outset, destined to re-establish themselves: “Die nach uns kommen, werden die Ereignisse 
historisch betrachten. Sie werden ihn suchen, den roten Faden durch das Geäst der Zeit. Aber was 
sie finden, wird nicht das Eigentliche sein”.3 Despite apparently resisting the establishment of such 
a thread, Königsdorf cannot but impose an order on her own volume, constructing her collage in 
such a way that certain themes inevitably become identifiable. Thus, in its conscious juxtaposition 
of text-types and themes, her chosen genre of the collage has the potential simultaneously to 
challenge the re-emerging normative historiography of events and to represent in itself a creative 
historiography predicated on individual experience. In analysing how Königsdorf configures her 
collage and explores key themes often typical of her wider oeuvre, this chapter examines to what 
extent Königsdorf’s response constitutes an alternative form of creative historiography which 
enriches the reader’s individual interpretation of events.4 
 
Historiography and the grand narrative 
Traditional approaches, encapsulated in the truism that history is ultimately written by the victors, 
strive to place meaning on past events, to create seamless ‘grand narratives’ of the type Michel 
Foucault and Jean-François Lyotard sought to dismantle and reject in the late 1970s.5 Twentieth-
century German societal developments in particular seem to have been shaped by such grand 
narratives, not least in the post-First-World-War binary of the Dolchstoßlegende on the one hand and 
                                                 
3 Helga Königsdorf, 1989 oder Ein Moment Schönheit: Eine Collage aus Briefen, Gedichten, Texten. Berlin: Aufbau, 1990, p. 
5. All further references in text as EMS and the relevant page number. More traditional historiographical approaches 
in pre-1945 Germany were strongly rooted in nineteenth-century debates on nation-building. Georg G. Iggers 
contends that “Historians went into the archives to find evidence that would support their nationalistic and class 
preconceptions and thus give them an aura of scientific authority”. See Georg G. Iggers, Historiography in the Twentieth 
Century: From Scientific Objectivity to the Postmodern Challenge. Middletown, Connecticut: Wesleyan University Press, 1997, 
p. 28. In the second half of the twentieth century, official GDR cultural policy afforded literature an equally key role 
in supporting and shaping the national discourse.  
4 Königsdorf was not alone in attempting to chronicle contemporary events: see, for example, Christian Weber, Alltag 
einer friedlichen Revolution: Notizen aus der DDR. Stuttgart: Quell-Verlag, 1990; Marlies Menge, “Ohne uns läuft nichts mehr”: 
Die Revolution in der DDR, Stuttgart: Deutsche Verlags-Anstalt, 1990; Gute Nacht, du Schöne: Autorinnen blicken zurück, 
ed. by Anna Mudry. Frankfurt am Main: Luchterhand, 1991. Her collage technique, however, remains a unique 
manifestation of the period. 
5 Michel Foucault, Language, Counter-Memory, Practice, ed. by Donald F. Bouchard. Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1977, p. 153; 
Jean-François Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge, transl. by Geoffrey Bennington and Brian 
Massumi. Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1984, p. 37 (first published as La Condition postmoderne: rapport sur 
le savoir in 1979 by Editions de Minuit). 
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the exclusive military culpability attributed to Germany and enshrined in the Treaty of Versailles 
on the other.6 Both provided sustenance for Hitler’s later narratives of Aryan supremacy and the 
need for a restoration of national and military pride. Similarly, the post-Second-World-War 
emergence of the two Germanies generated new opposing grand narratives, embedded in the Cold 
War positions of their respective Allied powers, with the proclaimed pursuit of democratic 
freedom and socialist egalitarianism respectively. Each side sought to ‘own’ the true version of 
past events in their efforts at first to establish a united country under one or other narrative, and 
then to recognise distinct national borders when the failure of either to prevail completely became 
apparent. 7 The building of the Berlin Wall, the most visible feature of those hardening battle-lines, 
whether presented in the respective historiographies as a Schandmauer or Antifaschistischer Schutzwall, 
undoubtedly marked the failure of the East’s narrative to convince even all those within its own 
borders. 
Such grand narratives were not confined to the political landscape, however, as the 1950s 
promotion of socialist realism within GDR cultural politics and production testifies; this saw the 
exploitation of key narrative ‘scripts’ of personal and political development towards socialism that 
would later be reworked by writers specifically to challenge and critique the creative straitjacket 
such narratives imposed.8 Equally, in his discussion of one of the main critical works to inform 
Western interpretations of the development of GDR literature, Dennis Tate highlights how 
Wolfgang Emmerich’s Kleine Literaturgeschichte der DDR, first published in 1981, underwent a 
process of revision and expansion, as the author attempted to respond to the rapidly changing 
political and cultural landscape which both shaped and then threatened to consume GDR 
literature, as the country more visibly faltered and then collapsed.9 Emmerich’s ongoing efforts 
                                                 
6  Jean-Louis Durand and Sebastian Kaempf, in plotting the contested history of Franco-German engagement, 
convincingly argue that “historical revision takes place […] to help a particular perceived political need”. See Jean-
Louis Durand and Sebastian Kaempf, “Reimagining Communities: Opening up History to the Memory of Others”, 
Millennium: Journal of International Studies, 42.2 (2014), pp. 331–53 (p. 333). 
7 Krijn Thijs rejects the term “master narrative” in favour of a “narrative hierarchy” which operates within a constantly 
moving power dynamic. For more, see Krijn Thijs, “The Metaphor of the Master: ‘Narrative Hierarchy’ in National 
Historical Cultures of Europe”, in The Contested Nation: Ethnicity, Class, Religion and Gender in National Histories, ed. by 
Stefan Berger and Chris Lorenz. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011, pp. 60–74. Dieter Langewiesche presents 
Germany’s history as that of a “Zusammenbruchgesellschaft”, arguing that “Historische Zäsuren können dazu 
zwingen, Ursprungsmythen zu verändern, um das Neue mit der Geschichte zu versöhnen. Je tiefer die Zäsur, um so 
gründlicher der Mythenwechsel. Doch auch der neue Mythos schöpft Legitimation aus der Geschichte, denn auch der 
revolutionäre Bruch verlangt eine historische Weihe”. See Dieter Langewiesche, “Vom Wert historischer Erfahrung 
in einer Zusammenbruchgesellschaft: Deutschland im 19. und 20. Jahrhundert”, Berliner Journal für Soziologie, 3 (1999) 
pp. 303–10 (p. 303). Interestingly, Frank Hörnigk in the current volume talks equally of “Brüche im Leben”, while 
arguing for “die Kontinuität der historischen Arbeit” (see p. tbc).  
8 For more, see Jean Matter Mandler, Stories, Scripts, and Scenes: Aspects of Schema Theory. Hillsdale, New Jersey/London: 
Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 1984. 
9Dennis Tate, Shifting Perspectives. Rochester: Camden House, 2007; Wolfgang Emmerich, Kleine Literaturgeschichte der 
DDR. Neuwied/Darmstadt: Luchterhand 1981; “erweiterte Ausgabe”, Frankfurt am Main: Luchterhand, 1989; 
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constitute, it seems, a futile attempt on moving ground to create, maintain and control a grand 
narrative of literary history which is slipping through his fingers as each new set of government or 
Stasi files, each new revelation, appears to counter every accepted interpretation of the correlation 
between past and current events. Emmerich’s acknowledgement in 1996 that he must inevitably 
cede ground to multiple new readings of past events and literary works marks an equal recognition 
that the creation of any single strong grand narrative is counter-productive to his ultimate 
endeavour to promote deeper understanding of this unique and contested forty-year period of 
literary and cultural production.10 In fact, if anything, Emmerich’s project reinforces the fragility 
of the historical and literary grand narrative, which remains only as strong as its last piece of 
evidence, only as good as its last narrative construct, and which can thus be contested in ways that 
fictional writing, with its very different engagement with notions of reality and truth, cannot.11  
 
Literary fiction and personal historiography 
GDR literature in particular, was, in Helen Bridge’s words, always “highly conscious of its role as 
a commentator on history” and yet its very “opaque relationship to reality, its potential for plurality 
and ambiguity, its capacity for self-reflection, its tradition of critical commentary on society, and 
its roots in subjective, individual experience – help to explain why literature was able to develop 
away from supporting state-sponsored historiography, to become an alternative discourse on 
history”.12 One of the turning points in providing that alternative creative historiography was 
undoubtedly Christa Wolf’s Nachdenken über Christa T., which was finally published in 1968 and 
marked the beginning of Wolf’s exploration of ‘subjective authenticity’ and a broader move away 
from the remnants of socialist realism.13 The work’s constant questioning of recorded events, 
contested memories and personal historiographies triggered a wave of more subjective writing, 
particularly by women – for example, Irmtraud Morgner (Leben und Abenteuer der Trobadora Beatriz 
nach Zeugnissen ihrer Spielfrau Laura, 1974), Brigitte Reimann (Franziska Linkerhand, 1974) and 
                                                 
“erweiterte Neuausgabe”, Leipzig: Kiepenheuer, 1996; reprinted in paperback, Berlin: Aufbau, 2000. For this final 
paperback version, Emmerich revised and updated the bibliography but otherwise made only minor content and 
typographical edits, stating “daß ich zu meinem Buch stehen kann” (p. 10). 
10 Emmerich, Kleine Literaturgeschichte der DDR, 1996, p. 28. 
11 Helen Bridge, Women’s Writing and Historiography in the GDR. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2002, p. 23; Bridge draws on 
Karin J. McHardy’s belief that, nonetheless, the work of the historian does not represent objective reality either, given 
that it is “not contradicted by reality itself but by other texts”. See Karin J. McHardy, “The Boundaries of History and 
Literature”, in Fact and Fiction: German History and Literature 1848-1924, ed. by Gisela Brude-Firnau and Karin J. 
McHardy. Tübingen: Francke, 1990, pp. 11–25 (p. 25). 
12 Bridge, Women’s Writing, p. 26. 
13 Christa Wolf argues: “es wird viel schwerer ‘ich’ zu sagen, und doch zugleich oft unerläßlich. Die Suche nach einer 
Methode, dieser Realität schreibend gerecht zu werden, möchte ich vorläufig ‘subjektive Authentizität’ nennen” 
(Christa Wolf, “Subjektive Authentizität,” in Christa Wolf, Die Dimension eines Autors, vol 2, pp. 773–805, here pp. 780–
81). 
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Christine Wolter (Wie ich meine Unschuld verlor, 1976). This was complemented by documentary-
fictional approaches (Stefan Heym, 5 Tage im Juni, 1972, published in the Federal Republic only), 
which challenged official representations of historical events, and by Interviewliteratur 14  (Sarah 
Kirsch, Die Pantherfrau, 1974; Maxie Wander, Guten Morgen, du Schöne, 1977), which sought to reflect 
personal perspectives on individual lives in the GDR.  
It is perhaps this long experience of writers providing critical alternatives to official grand 
narratives which partly explains the rush of personal accounts that followed the Wende, for these 
represented not just a response to the relaxing of censorship but arguably also continued this 
tradition of ‘subjective authenticity’ from GDR times.15 Indeed, the importance of such continuity 
was particularly heightened in an environment where competition to own the grand narrative of 
the moment grew first within GDR borders between the SED-PDS and alternative political 
groupings such as Neues Forum and then once more – across dissolving borders – between the 
GDR and the Federal Republic, as the former voted itself out of existence. Such personal 
narratives – “remembered lives” – create a mosaic of interpretations where each individual voice 
is strengthened by their combined ability to “improve understanding and knowledge of social and 
cultural processes more generally”;16 in this process, such a mosaic contributes to a process of 
democratisation, recognised within the broader field of oral history, as Paul Thomson argues:  
by introducing new evidence from the underside, by shifting the focus and opening new 
areas of inquiry, by challenging some of the assumptions and accepted judgements of 
historians, by bringing recognition to substantial groups of people who had been ignored, 
a cumulative process of transformation is set in motion. The scope of historical writing 
itself is enlarged and enriched; and at the same time its social message changes. History 
becomes, to put it simply, more democratic. The chronicle of kings has taken into its 
concern the life experience of ordinary people.17  
 
This enrichment through other voices, however, is not what Helga Königsdorf immediately seeks 
to achieve in her own work. Rather, in bringing together her own multiple voices, she appears to 
look to capture the essence of the time as she has perceived it, recognising that the moment is 
fleeting and its uniqueness inevitably doomed to be lost in the rewriting of events.  
 
                                                 
14 The term, preferred by Wolfgang Emmerich’s Bremen research group, represents “Interviews als literarische 
Zeugnisse” (Hans Joachim Schröder, Interviewliteratur in der DDR. Bremen: Institut für kulturwissenschaftliche 
Deutschlandstudien, 1995, p. 8). Schröder reveals (p. 9) the foundation of this perspective lies in an understanding of 
performativity drawn from Michael Haller’s earlier assertion that “Das persönliche Gespräch ist immer auch 
öffentliches Spektakel” (Michael Haller, Das Interview. Ein Handbuch für Journalisten. Munich: UVK Verlagsgesellschaft, 
1991, p. 127). 
15 See, for example, Klaus Schlesinger, Fliegender Wechsel: Eine persönliche Chronik. Rostock: Hinstorff, 1990; Günter de 
Bruyn, Zwischenbilanz: Eine Jugend in Berlin. Frankfurt am Main: Fischer, 1992; Brigitte Reimann and Christa Wolf, Sei 
gegrüßt und lebe: Eine Freundschaft in Briefen, 1964–1973. Berlin: Aufbau, 1993. 
16 Charlotte Aull Davies, Reflexive Ethnography, 2nd edition. London/New York: Routledge, 2008, pp. 206–07. 
17 Paul Thomson, The Voice of the Past. Oral History. 3rd edition. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000, pp. 8–9. 
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The collage as creative construct 
In the foreword to her collage, Königsdorf highlights the multiplicity of underlying emotions she 
believes will never be uncovered nor officially recorded post hoc: pain, loneliness, fear, happiness. 
While historians will, she suggests, seek “den roten Faden durch das Geäst der Zeit”, they will fail 
within all the files and documents to grasp the fundamental, shrill, chaotic nature of this lost time 
(EMS, p. 5). For Königsdorf, 1989 is marked by its sense of theatre and illusion: 
 
Diese Revolution war ein Kunstwerk. Sie begann sanft und ein wenig traurig. Später waren 
da auch die schrillen Töne. Jetzt erst, da alles vorüber ist, möchte ich schreien. 
Das Spiel mit den Masken ist zu Ende. (EMS, p. 5) 
 
Yet Königsdorf’s very choice of genre – the personal collage – is a provocative one. Popularised 
in the art world in the early twentieth century by Georges Braque and Pablo Picasso, collage 
intends, as Brockelman suggests, “to represent the intersection of multiple discourses”18 and yet 
its “practices – the gathering of materials from different worlds into a single composition demanding 
a geometrically multiplying double reading of each element – call attention to the irreducible 
heterogeneity of the ‘postmodern condition’”.19 Thus, as Peter Bürger argues in his discussion of 
avant-garde montage forms including collage, the genre seems to defy the development of a 
commonly understood meaning, and the tensions of its juxtapositions remain open to 
interpretation and reinterpretation by each critical eye:  
 
Weder erzeugt das avantgardistische Werk einen Gesamteindruck, der eine Sinndeutung 
erlaubt, noch läßt der möglicherweise sich einstellende Eindruck im Rückgang auf die 
Einzelteile sich klären, da diese nicht mehr einer Werkintention untergeordnet sind. Diese 
Versagung von Sinn erfährt der Rezipient als Schock […]. Der Schock wird angestrebt als 
Stimulans einer Verhaltensänderung, er ist das Mittel, um die ästhetische Immanenz zu 
durchbrechen und eine Veränderung der Lebenspraxis des Rezipienten einzuleiten.20 
 
In constructing her collage, therefore, Königsdorf equally creates a “Kunstwerk”, enters into a 
“Spiel mit Masken” and challenges the reader to engage in an inevitable “double reading”, which 
may dialectically accommodate the interpretation of individual elements while keeping in mind the 
cumulative effect of the whole.21 Arguably, by recreating the very shock felt in the face of events 
                                                 
18 Thomas P. Brockelman, The Frame and the Mirror: On Collage and the Postmodern. Evanston, Illinois: Northwestern 
University Press, 2001, p. 2.  
19 Brockelman, The Frame and the Mirror, pp. 10–11 (emphasis in original). 
20 Peter Bürger, Theorie der Avantgarde. 2nd edition. Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1974, p. 108.  
21 While, of course, it is possible to dip into a book-form textual collage at any point rather than simply reading from 
beginning to end, the experience remains fundamentally different from engaging with visual collage where individual 
elements are observed simultaneously with the whole work.  
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around her, Königsdorf also seeks to trigger in her own readers the productive, behaviour-
changing, shock Bürger identifies. 
Königsdorf’s collage consists of texts covering the period 24 November 1987 to 20 March 
1990 which were originally intended for private or public audiences. Private texts, such as letters 
addressed simply to initialled recipients (Lieber Ch., Liebe S.) or paragraphs merely dated are 
reproduced in Bodoni italics; essays, public talks and letters for newspaper publication and poetry 
(suggesting these, too, are to be read not in the first instance as private texts but are intended rather 
for wider circulation) are printed in New Century Schoolbook; and short notes of political 
developments appear in Courier. This last text-type is particularly interesting: the selected font 
gives the impression that these are public announcements breaking through the private 
correspondence and reflective pieces. They are carefully, prominently and chronologically ordered, 
the date in each case being left-justified on a separate line, in an increased font size (while the dates 
of all other texts are right-justified in a font size identical to their respective text). This use of varied 
fonts serves a number of functions, not least in constantly reminding the reader visually of the 
collage-nature of the whole and in preventing any fluidity of transition for the reader between 
individual text types and narrative perspectives.22 Paradoxically, however, the changing typeface 
also provides orientation for the reader, supporting their understanding of the different text-types, 
particularly where these are juxtaposed upon the same page.  
The use of Courier to display the short news items is reminiscent of typewriter or telegram 
script. At first, these items seem to record background, apparently random, events which seldom 
impinge upon the personal perspective provided by the other texts. Indeed, in the first thirty-five 
pages of this 140-page collage, only three such news items appear. Only with the news on 2 May 
1989 that Hungary has begun dismantling its border to Austria does a growing interest in the 
outside world give meaning to the careful chronological listing of texts. The news items, 
increasingly perceived by the reader as possessing the immediacy of a newsflash, are in themselves 
a construct; in her selection and positioning of these, Königsdorf herself suggests that they 
constitute part of an external grand narrative that stands in increasing tension to the presentation 
of personal life-events and emotions with which she seems primarily concerned. Although one 
                                                 
22 Some typography studies argue individual fonts may possess certain characteristics and suggest readers most readily 
adopt texts printed in an appropriate font (Samuel Juni and Julie S. Gross, “Emotional and persuasive perception of 
fonts”, Perceptual and Motor Skills, 106 (2008), pp. 35–42 (p. 36)). Shushan and Wright perceive Bodoni as “dramatic 
and sophisticated”, “very urban, with a touch of the theatrical” (p. 20), Kostelnick and Roberts label New Century 
Schoolbook as “serious yet friendly” (p. 123), while respondents in a study by Shaikh et al assigned the adjectives 
conformist, unimaginative, dull and plain to Courier. See Ronnie Shushan and Don Wright, Desktop Publishing by Design. 
Redmond, WA: Microsoft Press, 1994; Charles Kostelnick and David D. Roberts, Designing Visual Language: Strategies 
for Professional Communicators. Needham Heights, MA: Allyn and Bacon, 1998; Dawn Shaikh, Barbara Chaparro and 
Doug Fox, “Perception of fonts: perceived personality traits and uses”, Usability News, 8.1 (2006) 
<http://usabilitynews.org/perception-of-fonts-perceived-personality-traits-and-uses/> [accessed 5 January 2017]. 
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might consider Königsdorf’s endeavours an attempt to shape that grand narrative before it is fully 
set, to relativise and challenge its assumptions, she equally – and perhaps inadvertently – establishes 
through her collage her own grand narrative, as her work is shaped by what she deems important 
in both the public and private sphere. While the collage is made up of a series of “Momente”, 
these equally come together to create the whole, the “Moment der Schönheit” that 1989 represents 
for Königsdorf. This snapshot of ‘how it was’, ‘how we felt’ is just as much a fleeting illusion of 
truth, it would seem, as the grand narratives she seeks to challenge. 
 
Interweaving themes 
Reading across Königsdorf’s collage, it becomes possible to identify some of the possible threads 
and themes woven through her volume: self-expression and creativity, artistic freedom and 
responsibility, celebration and mourning, human dignity and reason. The need, however, to 
establish such an interpretative framework here inevitably imposes an uncharacteristically static 
quality upon a compilation which, in its complex crafting, possesses an openness and fluidity to 
which each reader is invited by Königsdorf to respond in his or her individual way. Nonetheless, 
the remainder of this chapter takes up each of these thematic dyads, demonstrating how 
Königsdorf frequently exploits different modes of textual expression to refine, and at times 
redefine, her responses to events around her. 
 
Self-expression and creativity  
Königsdorf’s collage opens with her contribution to the X. Schriftstellerkongreß in 1987, at which 
both Christoph Hein and Günter de Bruyn called for an end to the GDR’s pre-publication 
licensing system and the damage that such covert, and at times even overt, censorship inflicted on 
writers, publishers and readers. In such a context, discussions of self-expression and creativity 
inevitably become interwoven with debates on the interplay of the personal and the political. 
Königsdorf focuses primarily on the challenge of self-expression, the difficulty of saying “I”, and, 
with a nod to Christa Wolf’s 1983 novel, the role of the individual GDR writer as a new type of 
Cassandra figure, “die nichts beschönigt und die trotzdem ermutigt, sich gegen das Unheil zu 
wehren” (EMS, p. 8). In exploring the dialectical relationship between individual and collective 
identity, between the singular and the whole (“was ist eine kollektive Identität ohne eine Identität, 
die ‘Ich’ einbringt!” – EMS, p. 9) and its impact on her relationship with her readership (“nicht 
zuletzt heißt Schreiben für mich auch, gemeinsam mit dem Leser, ‘Ich’ sagen. Und ‘Ich’ sogleich 
wieder in Frage stellen. Es erneut, auf neue Weise also, mit kollektiver Identität konfrontieren und 
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diese gegebenfalls auch verändern” – EMS, p. 9), she speaks to, and challenges, that very genre of 
collage within which she will position this piece four years later.  
In the entries that follow, Königsdorf seems driven to self-expression through literary 
creativity, even where this may threaten her own happiness. Her interests lie primarily in expressing 
the personal, as external events form a backdrop to the development of her current romantic 
relationship. Her initial poetry pieces – whether a commemoration of the murder of Rosa 
Luxemburg and Karl Liebknecht (EMS, p. 14) or a love poem (EMS, p. 38) – constitute a personal 
reaction to events in her public and personal life. Significantly, however, it is her very act of writing 
poetry which causes tension in her relationship (perhaps because it unwittingly pushes the private 
sphere into the public eye) and when this liaison finally ends, despite her promise to abandon this 
literary form, it is through poetry that Königsdorf expresses her public response: “Wenn du dann 
gehst | Schließ die Tür | Leise” (EMS, p. 47). Her private reaction in a letter intended at that stage 
only for her former lover is, however, more dramatic: “Ach Du! Das ist nun ein bißchen wie 
Sterben” (EMS, p. 47). Strikingly, these contrasting expressions of parting and loss are followed 
by four pages of individual poems and a series of five newsflashes that reveal the rapidity with 
which external events are moving towards Hungary fully opening its borders on 11 September 
1989, leading thousands of GDR citizens to leave the country.  
From this point on, Königsdorf engages primarily with her public role and responsibilities; 
her poetic texts, undated and – with one exception - untitled throughout the volume, move beyond 
simple expressions of emotion to more significant commentaries on the role of the writer and 
literature within the changing political and social landscape. One poem, in particular, which opens 
with the line “Deutschland einig Vaterland”, reveals Königsdorf’s creative engagement with her 
increasing feelings of dislocation from the events around her, her unease at shifting national 
identities, and the growing move towards reunification, as she draws together a range of 
intertextual sources, from Johannes R. Becher’s abandoned text of the GDR national anthem to 
reworkings of Hoffmann von Fallersleben’s “Lied der Deutschen” and “Du schöner Wald”, set 
within the framework of Heine’s “Nachtgedanken”: 
 
Über alles in der Welt 
Harte Währung hartes Geld 
Wollt da wer das Spiel verderben 
Mit den alten dummen Scherben 
Sei gegrüßt du deutscher Wald 
Ist schon alles wohl bestallt 
Allein ich in tiefer Nacht 
Fühl mich um den Schlaf gebracht. 
(EMS, p. 112) 
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As the anniversary of the murder of Luxemburg and Liebknecht comes round again, framing the 
volume chronologically, the reader is reminded how much has happened in such a short space of 
time; Königsdorf, too, reflects on the passing of events and her role as writer: 
 
Von dem Augenblick 
Dem schönen 
Blieb mir nur  
Der falsche Schein 
Und der Mut 
Zu stolzen Tönen 
Wird mir bald 
Verkommen sein 
[...] 
Nur die Schellenklänge 
Künden 
Was ich bin 
Ich bin ein Narr 
(EMS, p. 144) 
 
In emphasising the transience of the moment, the seeming impossibility of holding fast to her 
“Mut | Zu stolzen Tönen”, Königsdorf makes clear how fragile any opportunities for genuine 
self-expression and creativity still remain. Only the prospect of embracing her continuing role as 
the jester, one step removed from society’s norms and thus free – and widely expected – to 
comment, leaves open, it seems, the opportunity for critical engagement and agency. 
 
Artistic freedom and responsibility 
This concept of ‘Narrenfreiheit’, the apparent artistic freedom enjoyed by GDR writers, is one to 
which Königsdorf returns frequently in her writings, not least in asking what will happen when 
this privilege is shared by all (EMS, p. 79).23 From the beginning of the collage, with the one poem 
bearing a title, “Karneval” (EMS, p. 10), Königsdorf adopts the carnival (and the biblical Fall) as 
metaphor to describe unfolding events as a period of wild abandonment followed by an inevitable 
period of repentance and privation, where the “Spuk der Masken” is cast off. In her private 
correspondence, she confesses to a child-like quality, a “große Naivität. […] Oft ist mir, als erlebte 
ich wirklich alles zum erstenmal. Sonst könnte ich gar nicht schreiben” (EMS, p. 39). The writing 
process is equally bound up with a ludic creativity (“ich bin doch eine Dichterin, und das Spielen 
mit Bildern ist mein Metier” – EMS, p. 30), which hints potentially, too, at her rationale for 
favouring the collage form she develops here. 
                                                 
23 For a fuller discussion, see Jean E. Conacher “Pressing for Change: The Case of Helga Königsdorf”, in Women and 
the Wende: Social Effects and Cultural Reflections of the German Unification Process, ed. by Elizabeth Boa and Janet Wharton. 
Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1994, pp. 164–76. 
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While for Königsdorf, “die Wirklichkeit ist unglaublich kreativ” (EMS, p. 79), her own 
creativity has a responsibility to that reality: “Schreiben heißt für mich, um ästhetische Formen 
ringen, die heutiges Weltbewußtsein mitteilbar zu machen” (EMS, p. 9).24 In this, she is conscious, 
nonetheless, of the element of performativity in societal and personal actions; indeed, it is this lack 
of authenticity (and her sense of complicity within the charade) which first spurs her into action: 
 
Eure Inszenierungen  
Ekeln mich  
Zu lange schon  
Lege ich 
Die Bemalung an 
Jetzt aber 
Falle ich 
Aus der Rolle 
(EMS, p. 20) 
 
She remains conscious throughout how easy it is to become caught up again; in a letter on 4 
December 1989, she remarks: “Eben rufen W. und Sch. an, sie wollen mich nach Leipzig bringen, 
ich soll da reden. Ich bin hundemüde. Ob das wirklich ihre eigene Idee ist, oder ob ich schon 
wieder inszeniert werde” (EMS, p. 102).  
For Königsdorf, the “sanfte Revolution” represents a step from the passive into the active, 
the success of the revolution to be measured by the extent to which “Völker sich vom Objekt der 
Geschichte zum gestaltenden Subjekt erheben können”.25 In the same essay, she describes the 
beauty of the revolution and its impact of her fellow citizens (“Wir gehen anders. Wir sprechen 
anders. Unsere Gesichter sind anders”, EMS, p. 113)26 and how for the first time in her life it 
makes her proud to be German. It is in this adoption of an active role that Königsdorf sees her 
main responsibility; yet earlier, in the essay “Menschenwürde oder Der Schlaf der Vernunft”, she 
had railed against her own unwillingness to inject herself into her work, to take responsibility for 
what she might dare to do: 
 
Über mich selbst konnte ich überhaupt nicht sprechen […]. Trotzdem blieb es eine 
Kunstwelt, in der zwar jede Figur etwas von mir hatte, aber doch niemals ich war, sondern 
bereits ein repariertes Ich.  
[...]  
                                                 
24 Given Königsdorf’s background as a mathematician, she is ever conscious of different expectations in her two 
worlds: in her censored 1988 article “Standpunkt”, she states: “Literatur ist subjektiv […] und nicht an die Normen 
der Wissenschaftlichkeit gebunden. Mit ihrer Sensibilität für Erscheinungen kann und sollte sie vorpreschen und 
unbequem sein” (EMS, pp. 11–13, here p. 12). She later develops these ideas in her extensive essay, “Menschenwürde 
oder Der Schlaf der Vernunft”, published in Wochenpost, 17 November 1989 (EMS, pp. 58–79, here pp. 78–79). 
25 The full essay “Der Partei ist nicht zu Ende” was published in Wochenpost on 16 December 1989 (EMS pp. 113–
16, here p. 116). 
26 Typically, these are ideas she had formulated earlier in a letter exchange with Pastorin Katarina Forchmann, 
published in Neues Deutschland on 6 December 1989 (See EMS, pp. 103–07, particularly p. 106).  
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Die Unmündigen lernen das Mündigsein nur, wenn sie wie Mündige behandelt werden. Es 
muß ein für allemal Schluß sein mit der Angst, zu seiner Meinung zu stehen.  
(EMS, p. 58, p. 61) 
 
Elsewhere in the volume, Königsdorf reflects on where responsibility lies for the missed chances 
of the past forty years (EMS, pp. 124–26); she ponders, too, the events of 1989 which she, for a 
time, believed might provide an opportunity to take up the challenge of directing her own life, to 
shape performativity positively: “In diesem Jahr habe ich meine Heimat verloren. In diesem Jahr 
fiel ich aus der Rolle. Für eine gewisse Zeit wenigstens, glaubte ich, in meiner eigenen Inszenierung 
zu leben. Und das war gut” (EMS, p. 126). This illusion, however, is soon shattered, as Königsdorf 
sees the same political forces, in a different guise, establishing themselves once more, encouraging 
in the general populace a move away from self-reflection and the assumption of responsibility: 
 
Damit wir hübsch regierbar bleiben 
Wird man uns die Zeit vertreiben 
Denn der wirkliche Skandal 
Wär für uns zu sehr fatal 
Wär es möglich und wir hätten 
Fügsam uns als Marionetten 
Durch die Schnur bewegen lassen 
Nein das wollen wir nicht fassen 
Lieber schau als Saubermann 
Ich den Dreck der andern an 
 (EMS, p. 109) 
 
In consciously positioning herself apart from those around her, Königsdorf continues to resist 
slipping from directing her own actions, from living in her own “Inszenierung”, towards 
relinquishing control for her life to anonymous political puppeteers. While she is forced repeatedly 
to recognise that her powers are limited, it is in the combination of artistic freedom and 
responsibility that she comes to define her role: “Ich glaube, die vornehmste Aufgabe von Literatur 
heute ist, zu ermutigen. […] in diesem Sinn soll und muß meiner Meinung nach Literatur 
unbequem sein, muß unbequeme Literatur unter die Leute, auch in unbequemen Zeiten. Dann 
erst recht”(EMS, pp. 8–9). She has few illusions, however, about the challenge facing both herself 
and her fellow citizens in the months and years ahead. 
 
Celebration and mourning 
Where Königsdorf emphasises the euphoria and beauty of the early days of autumn 1989, her 
adoption of the ‘carnival’ metaphor with its duality of celebration and mourning is carefully, 
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although not uniquely, chosen.27 In describing its positive aspects, she is constantly struck by its 
fleeting quality: “Hier ist nun der Moment Schönheit vorbei”, she writes to “Lieber Herr R” on 9 
January 1990: “Es gab einen Moment, da gingen wir anders, da trugen wir den Kopf nicht geduckt, 
da waren wir alle sehr schön. [...] Unser armes herabgewirtschaftetes Land hat, so fürchte ich, noch 
Schlimmes vor sich” (EMS, pp. 129–30).28 It does not seem in Königsdorf’s nature to retain her 
optimistic outlook on events and human nature for long; in an allusion to Brecht, she writes “Wir 
waren zutiefst religiös. Glaubten, daß der Mensch gut sei, wenn nur die Verhältnisse es zuließen. 
Glaubten, die Menschen ließen zu, daß die Verhältnisse es zuließen. Wir entwickelten ein 
Gemeinschaftsgefühl, das uns Geborgenheit und Zugehörigkeit gab. Wir waren nicht bereit, dies 
in Frage zu stellen” (EMS, p. 124), while part of her clearly mourns the passing of more 
comfortable times.29 Indeed, she is one of the few writers to engage frankly at such an early stage 
with the sense of loss that the collapse of the country and her growing awareness of the Party’s 
role in blocking change have upon her personally.30  
It is in her relation to language that Königsdorf sees one of her greatest regrets. As she 
writes to Katarina Forchmann, in their published letter exchange:  
 
Was haben wir mit der Sprache gemacht? Wie schwer fällt es uns immer noch, die rechte 
Sprache zu finden. Und es ist ja nicht nur ein Problem der Sprache. Nichts ist so entlarvend 
wie die Sprache. Wir Genossen der Basis, die wir in den letzten Jahren genauso machtlos 
waren wie alle anderen, müssen Selbstachtung und Demut lernen.  
(EMS, p. 105) 
  
Yet, it is in this vacuum of language that space can be found for new creativity (“Kunst beginnt 
für mich da, wo die Sprache versagt. Auch die Kunst, die sich mit Sprache behilft” – EMS, p. 92). 
Equally, the failed historiographies of the past seem to suggest that active engagement presents 
the possibility of living and telling events anew:  
 
                                                 
27 See, for example, the contributions by Nick Hodgin and Frank Hörnigk in this volume that both draw on this motif. 
28 Interestingly, it is in this letter also that she first reveals the title of the collage on which she is then working, only 
months before its publication. 
29 Brecht frequently highlights the societal barriers to human goodness; in “Über die Unsicherheit menschlicher 
Verhältnisse”, for example, the song which marks the “Erstes Dreigroschen-Finale”, Peachum sings: “Wir wären gut 
anstatt so roh, doch die Verhältnisse, sie sind nicht so” (Bertolt Brecht, “Die Dreigroschenoper”, in Bertolt Brecht, 
Gesammelte Werke, vol 2, pp. 393–486, here p. 432). 
30 For more, see Jean E Conacher, ‘‘Die Sehnsucht nach Zugehörigkeit’: An exploration of Heimat in the essays and 
short stories of Helga Königsdorf”, in Local/Global Narratives, ed. by Renate Rechtien and Karoline von Oppen, 
Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2007, pp. 99–119; Susanne Ledanff, “Trauer und Melancholie: ‘Weibliche’ Wenderomane 
zwischen 1993 und 1994”, GDR Bulletin, 25.1 (1998), pp. 7–20, available at 
<http://newprairiepress.org/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1937&context=gdr>; Astrid Herhoffer, “‘… Und 
heimatlos sind wir doch alle’: Sinnverlust und Sinnstiftung in älterer und neuerer ostdeutscher Literatur”, German Life 
and Letters, 50.2 (April 1997), pp. 155–64.  
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Wir schlossen die Augen vor der unerträglichen Wahrheit, daß sich unser Leben auf einem 
Irrweg der Geschichte abspielte. Eine Aussage, die vielleicht genauso fragwürdig ist, wie 
alle unsere früheren Aussagen. In dieser Absolutheit jedenfalls. Denn was ist Geschichte 
denn, wenn nicht ein sich ständig korrigierender Irrweg. (EMS, p. 125)  
 
Perhaps herein lies Königsdorf’s own belief in the power of her collage to take up the linguistic 
challenge, to capture and celebrate an alternative version of events and to face the challenges posed 
by the grander narrative:  
 
Die Lehren der Geschichte, die existierenden theoretischen Konzepte können lediglich 
Ausgangspunkte sein. So sehr war eigenes Denken, neues Denken, nie gefragt, noch nie 
so lebensnotwendig für die Gattung. Ich glaube, man kann sich das Ausmaß der 
Bedrohung nur in Momentaufnahmen bewußtmachen – mir geht es jedenfalls so.  
(EMS, p. 7) 
 
If the grander narrative does indeed constitute only a jumping-off point, it is the individual’s 
facility, Königsdorf seems to argue, to bring together such “Momentaufnahmen” in meaningful 
ways which upholds the values of human dignity and reason central to much of her oeuvre both 
before and after 1989. 
 
Human dignity and reason 
Clearly, despite Königsdorf’s fears for the future, she retains a fundamental belief in the power of 
human nature to adapt: “Ich bitte darum, an die Wandlungsfähigkeit des Menschen zu glauben. 
Ich wüßte keinen Grund für mein Schreiben, wenn ich daran nicht mehr glauben könnte” (EMS, 
p. 60). These lines feature in her essay on “Menschenwürde”, a topic to which she returns 
throughout the volume and elsewhere in her work.31 For Königsdorf, such ethical issues arise from 
the rapid gulf between technology and nature which has developed over the decades, and which 
demands that humans engage consciously with concepts of dignity and respect in relation to the 
individual and society as a whole. Within this process, Königsdorf, the mathematician and writer, 
sees science and the arts as inextricably bound together: 
 
Die Wissenschaft ist eine wesentliche, aber nicht die einzige Komponente der 
Gesamtkultur. Nur wenn kritisches Denken in voller Breite entwickelt ist, kann das 
schöpferische Potential einer Gesellschaft voll zum Tragen kommen. (EMS, p. 27) 
 
Unsurprisingly, given her scientific background, Königsdorf explores – in her review, for example, 
of Anna Mudry’s volume of Galileo’s writings – compelling parallels to the ethical questions which 
                                                 
31 Indeed as her own health continued to deteriorate, Königsdorf increasingly extended the realm of this discussion 
beyond simple personal and individual dignity to that she demands for the most vulnerable in society; see, for example, 
Im Schatten des Regenbogens (1993) and Die Entsorgung der Großmutter (1997).  
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face contemporary society (EMS, pp. 32–34), and yet it is, as we have seen above, her very lack of 
earlier honest engagement with her own writing that brings her to accuse herself and others of 
succumbing to the “Schlaf der Vernunft” (EMS, p. 58). She tells of being gradually sucked into 
the power structures: even at a low level, she found herself shaping her thoughts and using 
language in alien ways, until her body, one step ahead of her rational capacities, finally protested, 
refusing to take note of what she heard (EMS, p. 59). As she then calls on different sectors of 
society to step up to the mark, to resist abandoning either the GDR or each other, she explains:  
 
Selbstachtung ist die Voraussetzung, geachtet zu werden und andere achten zu können. 
[…] Menschenwürde entsteht durch die Selbsteinsetzung des Menschen zum Subjekt, 
durch seinen fortgesetzten Versuch, sich eine Sicht auf die Welt zu erarbeiten [...]. 
Menschenwürde ist nicht auf den Begriff zu bringen, da es sich nicht allein um eine 
rationale Kategorie handelt, sondern der Mensch vor allem ein Empfinden für Würde 
aufbieten muß. (EMS, pp. 62–63) 
 
It is in the very act of summoning up this sense of dignity that literature has, for Königsdorf, its 
role to play in its ability to step beyond reason and fixed realities:  
 
Literatur ist in einem doppelten Sinn subjektiv. Sie ist eine Brücke zwischen der 
individuellen Wesensart von Autor und Leser. Nicht an Kriterien der Wissenschaftlichkeit 
gebunden, ist sie keiner speziellen Wirklichkeit verpflichtet. Sie kann mit Möglichkeiten 
spielen und Modelle für das Beurteilen von Wirklichkeit anbieten. [...] Literatur kann der 
Entmündigung des Menschen entgegenwirken, indem sie sein Gefühl für Würde und 
Verantwortung stärkt. (EMS, pp. 78–79) 
 
Conclusion 
Königsdorf, it would seem, comes full circle in her exploration of the different historiographies 
that may be constructed by the traditional historian and the creative artist. Equally, even within 
the bounds of her collage, it is striking how frequently she circles around themes such as self-
expression, artistic freedom and human dignity, trying them out and refining them in different 
text-types with different audiences, formulating and reformulating her ideas in order to determine 
their greatest impact. Phrases tested out in private letters are taken up again in public speeches and 
essays, public declarations find their way back into private correspondence. The private and public 
spheres often become blurred, a cause of friction, as we saw earlier within her personal life, but 
one, it seems, Königsdorf cannot avoid: “Immer färbt das Literarische auf mein Leben ab” (EMS, 
p. 30).  
Through the volume, Königsdorf finds her own true voice, moving from the difficulties 
of saying “I” to finding a way to share that voice with her readers, giving them the courage to 
speak out themselves. Finally, four days after participating in the first officially sanctioned mass 
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demonstration on 4 November, 1989 at Berlin’s Alexanderplatz (the protest which Christoph Hein 
would later describe as the highpoint of writers’ and artists’ impact on events),32 Königsdorf 
opened a gathering of SED Party members in front of the Haus des ZK with the words: “Ich 
spreche zu euch nicht im Namen, im Auftrag, … Nein, ich spreche hier in meinem eigenen 
Namen. Auch wir Genossen, müssen lernen, ich zu sagen” (EMS, p. 83, ellipsis in original). She 
later describes in her autobiography how she even dared to read a poem at the end of this speech 
(LWL, p. 215), simultaneously bringing the private into the public and raising the issue of 
retrospective interpretations of recent events: 
 
Vielleicht  
Fragt man uns 
Später 
Nach diesem Herbst 
[…] 
Wir waren in jenem Herbst 
Helden, Toren und Komödianten … 
 (EMS, p. 90, closing ellipsis in original) 
 
That sense of carnival, of ludic agency, of being, for a short while at least, the actors, if not the 
writers of history, guards Königsdorf against despair. Her strategy of circling around individual 
themes and turns of phrase is one she will continue in later writings. Her plea not to let slide the 
“Mut zu stolzen Tönen” (EMS, p. 144) is one to which she returns, for example, in an international 
lecture of the same title three years later.33 Indeed, one might easily argue that Königsdorf’s 
complete oeuvre represents a form of the collage approach she explicitly adopts in 1990, as she 
seeks new forms, new perspectives and new voices to engage with, and to tell the stories and 
histories which most engage her personal emotions and intellectual reason. She thus succeeds in 
productively complementing, without replacing, more standard historiographies which inevitably 
strive to draw stronger causal links between past events;34 by her own admission, her collage 
instead remains only her story, her capturing of the Zeitgeist, her “Moment Schönheit” which must 
sit alongside the alternative narratives of all those who themselves experienced the turbulent times 
of autumn 1989 and the fall of the Wall.  
 
 
                                                 
32 Christoph Hein, “Wer heute so laut schreit, soll sagen, was er früher tat“, Junge Welt, 12 December 1989, p. 5. 
33 Helga Königsdorf, “Der Mut zu stolzen Tönen”, in Helga Königsdorf, Über die unverzügliche Rettung der Welt. Berlin: 
Aufbau, 1994, pp. 43–47. 
34 See, for example, Developments in German Politics, ed. by Gordon Smith, William E. Paterson, Peter H. Merkl and 
Stephen Padgett. London: Macmillan, 1992; Hermann Weber, Die DDR 1945-1990, 2nd revised and expanded edition. 
Munich: Oldenbourg, 1993; Zwischen Wende und Wiedervereinigung: Analysen zur politischen Kultur in West- und Ost-Berlin 
1990, ed. by Hans-Dieter Klingemann, Lutz Erbring and Diederich Niels. Opladen: Westdeutscher Verlag, 1995.  
17 
 
 
 
 
This document constitutes the final pre-publication version. The published volume is available at: 
https://brill.com/abstract/title/35104  
 
The published article should be cited as: Conacher, Jean E., “Capturing the Zeitgeist: On Human 
Experience and Personal Historiography in Helga Königsdorf’s 1989 oder Ein Moment Schönheit”, in 
German Reunification and the Legacy of GDR Literature and Culture, edited by Deirdre Byrnes, Jean E. 
Conacher and Gisela Holfter. Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2018, pp. 69–88. 
  
 
 
 
